Building Asia-Pacific Regional Institution: The Role of APEC  by Weixing, Hu
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  77 ( 2013 )  65 – 73 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Beijing Forum
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.03.063 
Selected Papers of Beijing Forum 2009 
Building Asia-Pacific Regional Institution: the Role of APEC 
Hu Weixing 
Professor, The University of Hong Kong 
Abstract 
East Asia, influenced by the Asian Financial Crisis (AFC) of 1997-97 and the current financial tsunami starting from 
2008, is undergoing fundamental changes in its regional governance and economic cooperation. The region’s inter-
state cooperation and institutional building was long perceived as underdeveloped. But now a wide range of 
economic cooperation and community building initiatives have emerged, and they are profoundly transforming the 
dynamics of regional economic cooperation and institution-building in East Asia. These regional cooperation 
programs include, but not limited to: the ASEAN+3 process, the Chiang Mai Initiative, the East Asia Summit (EAS), 
the Asian Bond Market, and a series of bilateral and multilateral Free Trade Area (FTA) and Economic Partnership 
Agreements (EPA). Unlike prior attempts to construct a trans-Pacific regional architecture centered on APEC, these 
projects were driven by the shared sense of purpose among East Asian countries to construct a more Asian-oriented 
community and to serve the need of better East Asian regional governance. Also, unlike the regional production 
networks largely shaped by the Japanese economic power and corporate strategies from the 1970s to 1990s, the 
rapidly rise of the Chinese economic power has become a leading force to reshape regional governance and regional 
institutional building. To what extent does China influence other East Asian countries’ economic development, and 
how others have benefited from China’s growth? As the countries in East Asia have become increasingly 
interdependent, leaders in the region have become more determined to build a framework for greater regional 
cooperation and integration. What regional political-economic organizations would emerge in East Asia? How 
leaders in China think about future regional cooperation and regional governance in East Asia? This paper attempts to 
address these questions and shed light on the policy and academic debates about these issues.  
APEC celebrates its twentieth birthday in 2009. Yet, to many people, APEC’s “good old days” have passed and is 
facing an uncertain future in years to come. APEC has lost its momentum and even relevance to the on-going 
regionalism in the Asia-Pacific region. For the last two decades, the regional organization has been unsuccessful in 
attaining some of its ambitious goals such as regional trade liberalization and building a Pacific community. It is now 
facing a challenge of how to remain relevant in the future Asia-Pacific regional architecture. It relevance could be 
jeopardized by its hollow dialogue agendas as well as a growing number of regional community building projects in 
the Asia-Pacific region.  
There is no doubt that APEC is a useful platform for bilateral and multilateral meetings among regional leaders, and, 
as the only forum for trans-Pacific dialogues, it is important for stability and prosperity in the Asia Pacific. But 
besides that, how can APEC contribute to regional institutional building in future? How will it be related to the 
emerging regional architecture in the Asia Pacific? This article addresses this issue through analyzing its role and 
weakness in regional community building, the shaping forces for future regional architecture, challenges APEC is 
facing in the competitive environment of region building, and what possible roles APEC could play in the 
construction of the regional architecture in the Asia Pacific. 
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I. APEC’s Role in Regional Community Building 
Established in 1989, the APEC was designed to promote sustainable economic growth and to 
strengthen the multilateral trade system through a commitment to open trade, investment and economic 
reforms among its member economies. APEC's membership has grown from original 12 in 1989 to 21 
member economies at the present time. The 21 member economies, spanning four continents, account for 
almost 50% of the world's population, 60 % of global GDP and 50% of international trade. As the most 
economically dynamic area in the world, the Asia-Pacific region has increasingly become the center of 
gravity in world economy.  
APEC’s role in regional community building can be seen in institutional capacity building, regional 
confidence-building process, and open regionalism. First, the Asia-Pacific region, in contrast to the 
European Union and NAFTA, did not have any region-wide multilateral framework for cooperative 
dialogues before APEC. In such an economically dynamic region, all Asia-Pacific economies have strong 
interests in establishing a rules-based multilateral trading regime. The multilateral mechanism could be 
instrumental for regional trade as well as complementary to the GATT/WTO general trading system. Most 
East Asian countries are export-oriented economies, and have managed to achieve unprecedented 
prosperity through free trade and investment. Nondiscriminatory rules for international trade and 
investment is essential for their economic success. A global and regional trade system that sanctions 
selective trade discrimination would have made it impossible for them to benefit from regional trade and 
global economy. APEC, the first such a forum in the region, is able to promote trade liberalization through 
the commitment to free trade and investment. 
Yet, cooperation over diversity is a daunting task. The Asia-Pacific region is such a vast and diverse 
area, with its economies differ substantially in terms of population, culture, political systems, economic 
development and income level, natural resource endowment, and trade policies. The diversity creates 
enormous problems in finding the common denominators for cooperation. APEC is an innovative and 
flexible form of regional cooperation designed to accommodate the diversity of the regional economies. 
The original goal of promoting dialogues and cooperation is a relatively conservative one—to preserve the 
conditions needed for sustaining the positive trends of rising prosperity and regional integration. So APEC, 
harnessing the energy of diverse economies, has been successful in facilitating trade liberalization on the 
basis of what Robert Scalapino calls “natural economic territories (NET).” i  It serves the regional 
prosperity with state-sanctioned, more rules-based inter-state cooperation by focusing on a common goal 
and gateway to regional economic cooperation. ii
Second, APEC provides a good platform for confidence building measures (CBM) in the Asia Pacific. 
Influenced by the process and modalities of ASEAN, CBMs were introduced into APEC in political and 
strategic cooperation. CBMs are promoted by regional fora like ASEAN and ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF). But APEC is first and foremost regional project in community building in the Asia Pacific. It has 
helped to bring major powers together in a common platform to dialogue on regional political and 
economic issues. It has played the role of sustaining Washington’s continuous interest and attention to 
Asia, and has provided for a regional structure which could accommodate China’s participation in 
regional cooperation. APEC not just serves as an effective means to counter any inward-looking 
 Since its establishment, APEC leaders, ministerial, 
official, and business group meetings have become the premier forum for facilitating economic growth, 
cooperation, trade and investment in the Asia-Pacific region. It is a remarkable achievement to see such a 
trans-Pacific forum promoting economic cooperation within such a vast and diverse region. 
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tendencies on the part of the European Union and other regional organizations, and it has also become a 
platform from which the region could effectively respond to priority issues.iii
Third, APEC has promoted region building in the Asia Pacific based on the idea of “open 
regionalism.” The 1994 APEC Eminent Persons Group Report articulates the concept of open regionalism 
in trade and economic relations. As the first step of region building, the progressive development of a 
community of Asia Pacific economies should be built on free and open trade and investment. The idea of 
open regionalism is to treat regional community building as a process, not just result, of regional 
cooperation. In trade and investment, the outcome of open regionalism is not only the actual reduction of 
intra-regional barriers to economic interaction but also the actual reduction of external barriers to 
economies not part of the region. APEC members should continue to work for global liberalization under 
GATT/WTO through nonmutually exclusive elements in regional liberalization programs.
    
iv
The political dimension of open regionalism, on the other hand, emphasizes on what is called 
“concerted unilateral mode of decision making.”
 Its members 
would not adopt any discriminative measures against non-APEC economies, and continue to make efforts 
to strengthen the global trade system. 
v APEC is a regime of voluntary cooperation and there is 
no “APEC decisions” as such. All policy decisions are based on the convergence of members’ approaches 
to a wide range of policy issues upon consultation. Thus, all liberalization decisions are unilateral or 
autonomous ones of individual governments. This modality of decision making is heavily influenced by 
the ‘ASEAN Way” of consultation. vi
During the Clinton Administration, APEC leaders reached an important agreement in the 1993 Seattle 
Summit on building a Pacific community. The leaders agreed that, built on the open multilateral trading 
system, APEC members should cultivate the sense of community among regional countries. The Pacific 
community (without a capital “C” as in the EU) should be “a new voice for the Asia Pacific in world 
affairs,” and “be committed to deepening our spirit of community based on our shared vision of achieving 
stability, security, and prosperity for our people.”
 This “APEC Way” helps to forge APEC’s collective stance on 
various issues in world affairs. The consultation process is also helpful to retain the continuous political 
and economic linkages between East Asia and North America, especially in securing the U.S. strategic 
engagement in East Asia. After the end of the Cold War, the East Asian strategic landscape experienced a 
fundamental reconfiguration. With the rise of China and the resurging Japan, the post-war U.S. hub-and-
spokes alliance system is under pressure of change. In the Asia Pacific region, no single country, 
including the United States, Japan, and China, could be the clear leader for regional politics and economic 
affairs. The challenge for regional states is to find a way forward on substantive regional community 
building involving all major powers without opening potential political fissures.  
vii The community is a “softer”, family-type relationship 
based on what could be characterized as five “S”: sense of solidarity, supporting each other, strengthening 
the group, sharing of a common destiny, and jointly shaping the region.viii
II. APEC adrift: Its Problems and Limitations 
 Given such a vast and diverse 
region, APEC members could have little in common, but it is their shared interest and vision that bring 
them together. For the East Asian members, one of their major motivations in support of APEC is to keep 
Washington engaged in the region. For the United States, it has strong interest in getting involved in the 
community building process to avoid being left out from any major changes in East Asia. In that sense, 
APEC could help to forge a strong East Asia-U.S. linkage. If Washington was “excluded” from East 
Asian development, that would lead to a hole in the American hub-and-spokes alliance system in the Asia 
Pacific. It is detrimental to the American strategic interest to see that an East Asian community is being 
built at the expense of trans-Pacific geopolitical and economic ties.     
APEC now is in a drifting course searching for a new direction and its relevance in regional 
community building, and if not carefully managed, it may slip into terminal irrelevance. The rise and 
decline of the organization over last two decades have been attributed to APEC’s two core ideas—“open 
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regionalism” and “soft institutionalism”—which are considered as the underlying principles for its 
foundation and operation. 
The concept of “soft institutionalism” delineates an “informal intergovernmental process” to promote 
economic cooperation. As a consultative forum, APEC does not engage in WTO-type of negotiations in 
reducing and eliminating barriers to trade and investment. APEC’s programs for liberalization are 
voluntary and decisions are non-bilding. Unlike the EU model of “pooled sovereignty”, APEC members 
still have strong political will to retain their economic sovereignty and are not ready to participate in a 
regional process that gradually transfer sovereignty to any super-national body for regulating trade and 
economic relations. They prefer the way of pooling their voluntary unilateral measures together in the 
process of trade liberalization. Driven by pragmatic consideration, APEC cooperation programs often 
takes place on ad hoc basis, and trade liberalization measures tend to be what Fred Bergsten calls “low-
quality” deals.ix
APEC has attracted attention because of its annual leaders meeting. But in recent years, the discussion 
at the annual summit has become more broad and less relevant to its original goals. Each year APEC 
leaders gather together to discuss on priority issues facing the region. As an APEC tradition, it is the 
meeting host country’s responsibility to come up with a theme for each year’s annual gathering. Every 
year host countries have scrambled to find some new ideas, programs, and slogans that can associate their 
names with the summit declarations (such as the Busan Declaration or Manila Action Plan). These 
declarations or “announceables” are perceived as the best justification for the continuous existence of the 
APEC forum.  
  
For the APEC summit in Lima on November 22-23, 2008, the theme chosen by the Peruvian 
government is--“A New Commitment to the Asia-Pacific Development.” The host country hopes that 
APEC leaders can deliberate on how to broaden the participation of all players in the process of building 
the Asia-Pacific community and forge an integral approach to the major issues that affect the region, such 
as energy security, personal security, climate change and sustainable economic growth. Yet, as the 
regional economy is buffeted by the financial storms and sliding toward recession, how useful can this 
kind of broad dialogues be for the region? Should APEC instead focus on something more substantive 
concerning the financial crisis? At this critical moment of the financial crisis, a more sensible theme for 
the leaders meeting could be on how to deal with the regional financial turmoil and economic crisis.  
As all Asia-Pacific economies are struggling amid the “financial tsunami,” APEC leaders’ should not 
be distracted from considering the grave impact of the global financial crisis. The financial turmoil caused 
by the U.S. sub-prime loan crisis and Wall Street derivitatives are taking a heavy toll of global and 
regional economy, affecting not only financial markets, resources, and trade, but also the growth of real 
economy and regional economic order. As 21 APEC leaders, including those from the U.S., China, Japan, 
Canada, and Australia, meet in Lima, naturally, they have to talk about these issues and, furthermore, on 
how to reform the global financial system in future. How these issues will impact, and be impacted by, the 
incoming Obama Administration are also no less interesting to them.  
However, making the dialogue agenda more relevant is just part of the story, and how APEC meetings 
can come up with more “deliverables” than “annouceables” is a bigger challenge. People not just expect 
APEC leaders to deliberate on relevant issues, but also anticipate them to actually deliver in future 
regional governance and institutional building. It is true that in the years following the Asian Financial 
Crisis (AFC) the APEC leaders’ meetings have become more symbolic than substantive. But if APEC 
does not want to be seen as an annual parade of leaders in local outfit and a “photo opportunity,” its 
current organization, agenda, and objectives must be transformed.  
The open regionalism and soft institutionalism have also caused problems with APEC’s membership, 
agenda, and institutional structure. First, APEC’s original membership structure, reflecting strong trans-
Pacific political-economic ties, was centered on a link between East Asia and North America. But after 
the mid-1990s APEC’s membership was extended beyond the East Asian-North American axis by 
admitting Russia, Mexico, Chile, Peru, and Papua New Guinea to the organization. As the number of 
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members increased to cover the vast Pacific Rim area, the internal cohesion began to decrease and the 
focus of interest was diluted. Of course, “widening” membership always comes at the expense of 
“deepening” cooperation. With more members, it is more difficult to reach consensus on what is desirable 
for the future. At the same time that the organization was losing its focus, Washington’s leadership role 
was waning as its strategic concentration began to wander after September 11, 2001.  
  Second, APEC’s geographic drift is complemented by more wide-ranging and diffuse topics. In the 
1990s, APEC was relatively focused on trade liberalization. The 1993 Seattle summit and the following 
summit in Bogor created a strong momentum for working on the region-wide trade liberalization target by 
2010 and 2020. But the growing tension between the interests of “Western” and “Eastern” members and 
the Asian financial crisis eventually derailed the process of the “early voluntary sectoral liberalization” 
(EVSL) program in 1998. Since then APEC has been characterized by the strange combination of a loss of 
direction and mission creep. Every year host governments try to come up with some eye-catching slogans 
for the summit, while substantive trade liberalization measures are removed from the agenda. In recent 
years, topics for APEC leaders meeting include cross-cultural communication, shoulder-mounted missile 
launchers, energy security, and climate change. The annual leaders meeting has become inversely related 
to its original goals of trade liberalization in the Asia-Pacific. There are more competitive initiative-
launching and more “announceables” in the annual gathering than there are substantive measures.  
Third, APEC also suffers from “soft institutionalism” and an inadequate institutional foundation. The 
core idea of APEC’s “soft institutionalism” is that members’ actions or statements are to be strictly 
voluntary or self-imposed, without any central enforcement mechanism. In the early years, this might 
have worked when the WTO multilateral negotiations ran into trouble and APEC could serve as a regional 
engine for trade liberalization. But it failed the effectiveness test when regional crises like the AFC and 
the 9/11 attacks occurred. Furthermore, the APEC secretariat, with an annual budget of just a few million 
dollars and a staff of only several dozen, can provide no more than meeting services. APEC was formed 
with the idea of serving as the Pacific’s OECD, but it does not have an OECD-type of independent 
research and evaluation ability, not to mention policy formulation and recommendation functions. This 
weakening of APEC should be of major concern to all its member economies. 
III. APEC and East Asian Community Building 
The biggest external challenges for APEC are new competitors in East Asian regionalism, and its 
future relationship with the emerging East Asian community. The “East-West divide” within APEC has 
existed since its foundation. In the 1990s, APEC’s Asian members were more interested in development 
and technology cooperation, while Western members perceived it more as a vehicle for promoting trade 
liberalization. Domestic politics and rising nationalism also suggested that there were different and 
competing priorities between the “East” and “West” within APEC. The failure of the EVSL and American 
indifference toward the AFC, however, dramatically reduced enthusiasm for using APEC as a trade 
negotiation platform. On one hand, it prompted East Asian members to turn to bilateral and Asian-only 
multilateralism on trade and investment issues. On the other hand, Washington, which originally saw the 
utility in using APEC as a tool for trade liberalization during the Clinton Administration, began to shift its 
attention to the Global War on Terror after September 11, 2001. This was a major blow to APEC’s 
original goal and dialogue agenda of promoting sustainable growth. Searching for its relevance in future 
regionalism has become a serious challenge for the forum.   
In recent years, there have been an increasing number of initiatives, arrangements, and projects on 
regional community and institutional building in East Asia. These regional measures include bilateral and 
sub-regional trade agreements, regional security dialogues (such as the ASEAN Regional Forum and Six-
Party Talks), regional economic and business fora (such as the Boao Forum and the Asian Cooperation 
Dialogue), and regular meetings of East Asian leaders (for example, ASEAN+3 and the East Asian 
Summit). Although some of fora and arrangements are still at an embryonic stage, there should be no 
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question that they will eventually grow to be strong candidates for regional institutions and even 
leadership in the region. This steady movement of APEC’s East Asian members toward establishing their 
own region-wide free trade arrangements or even the creation of an East Asian Community (with a capital 
“C” in the name) x
 The emerging competitors in region building pose a challenge for the future relevance of APEC as 
well as a more general question of how to remap the Asia-Pacific region. The East Asian members of 
APEC have to decide how to proceed with institution-building in the East Asian region and the larger 
Asia-Pacific region. It will be an important issue for the both sides of the Pacific: should the community 
be for East Asian nations only, or should a trans-Pacific community be built? It is difficult even at this 
early stage to forge a common vision about the structure and goal of future regional institutions, but 
ASEAN+3 and the East Asian Summit have already offered more promise in addressing regional 
economic and governance issues in East Asia than APEC. 
 could generate major new discrimination within the broader Asia-Pacific setting. 
Almost twenty years ago, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir proposed for an East Asian Economic 
Group (EAEG), an East Asian-only grouping in APEC. If the idea of EAEG implemented, that would 
have drawn a line down the middle of the Pacific Ocean. 
IV. Emerging Regional Architecture: Toward Hybrid Regionalisms? 
The emerging regional architecture in the Asia Pacific is going to be a multi-layered and multi-textured 
structure. The notion of regional architecture refers to a set of regional institutions, mechanisms, and 
arrangements that together provide necessary functions for the region. Thus regional architecture should 
be a reasonably coherent network of regional organizations, institutions, bilateral and multilateral 
arrangements, dialogue forums, and other relevant mechanisms that work collectively for regional 
prosperity, peace, and stability.xi
The regional architecture in the Asia Pacific, given its complexity, will be a weak one and will take its 
shape in a relatively long time. In this process, APEC, as one of the potential “building blocks”, has to 
redefine its role and find itself an appropriate place in the regional architecture. The future regional 
architecture will be shaped by a number of powerful forces, political and economic, in the Asia Pacific 
region. Generally speaking, there are three generic shaping forces at work for the construction of regional 
architecture in the Asia Pacific. These forces are: regionalism, trans-regionalism, and inter-regionalism.  
 Since it underlies different regional conditions, the institutional fabrics 
and ingredients for the architecture vary on a continuum of strong to weak in terms of their strength and 
function.  
Regionalism is a geographically-focused multilateralism in a commonly accepted “political region.” 
Regionalism is a course associated with the self-conscious pursuit of political cooperation, economic 
integration and a collective regional identity among its members. Multilateral arrangements and 
community building projects such as ASEAN and ASEAN+3 are good examples of the on-going East 
Asian regionalism. Inter-regionalism, on the other hand, refers to the institutionalized relations between 
different regions in the world. It often takes the form of formalized intergovernmental relations in 
economic and trade relationships across distinct regions, such as official ties between distinct free trade 
areas or customs unions. xii  As a new phenomenon in international relations, the format of inter-
regionalism could be flexible and less formal. The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) is a good example of 
inter-regionalism. ASEM, founded in 1996, has been the main multilateral channel for communication 
between Asia and Europe. It helps to strengthen interaction and mutual understanding between the two 
regions through multi-channel dialogues, without any formal treaty arrangement. It is useful facility as a 
new layer of development in an increasingly differentiated global order.xiii
Trans-regionalism, different from the above two forms of regionalism, describes the relationships 
among a broader set of actors (not simply those among states) in a region. The complex set of 
relationships across the region forms a network of formal and informal governmental arrangements, 
nongovernmental processes, and even corporate production chains. While inter-regionalism refers to 
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cooperation among any type of actors across two or more regions, trans-regionalism delineates a 
transnational network of cooperation and interaction within a specific region. Although how inter-
regionalism and trans-regionalism interact with each other is still under debate, the significance of trans-
regionalism for regional governance is increasingly appreciated by scholars. According to Aggarwal, 
trans-regionalism is the links across a region no matter negotiation as a grouping occurs. APEC is an 
example of trans-regionalism.xiv
APEC covers a vast area across the Pacific. The Asia Pacific region could actually be divided into five 
sub-regions: Southeast Asia, Northeast Asia, Oceania, North America and South America. APEC can and 
should be considered as a trans-regional institutional architecture as it works toward building more equal 
balance between East Asia (Southeast plus Northeast Asia), North America, Oceania, and some Latin 
American economies of the Pacific Rim. Trans-regional institutional architecture is a product of the 
merger between different regional institutions in all sub-regions of the Asia Pacific region. If regional 
integration processes like ASEAN and ASEAN+3 can be regarded as regionalization in APEC’s sub-
regions, the notion of the institutional architecture incorporating APEC and ASEM can support the idea of 
building a more open and inclusive regional architecture in the Asia Pacific region. This kind of regional 
architecture would include the possibility for linking two or more regions and bring greater balance to the 
work of the future regional architecture.
  
xv
 V. Finding an Institutional Equilibrium in the Asia Pacific 
 
Entering the 21st
To complicate the issue further, all these developments were unfolding in parallel with the Asian 
Pacific community building based on APEC. After the end of the Cold War, regional economic 
cooperation was largely driven by trade liberalization and APEC-sponsored open regionalism, with an 
informal annual summit held separately from the ASEAN+3 and EAS. However, after the Asian Financial 
Crisis, the core ideas and institutional structure based on APEC seemed to become less appropriate. The 
rise of the ASEAN+3 process and trade bilateralism has created an alternative path to the APEC-centered 
open regionalism and multilateralism in East Asia.
 century, finding an institutional equilibrium in the construction of regional 
architecture is a big challenge for APEC and other regional institutional building projects. The challenge 
is a multi-leveled and multi-dimensioned one. It also involves the difficulty of region building and how to 
remap regions. A growing number of East Asian countries are pursuing greater institutionalization at the 
regional and sub-regional level, actively weaving a web of preferential arrangements. The pace of East 
Asian regionalism and community building has clearly picked up in recent years. Under the ASEAN+3 
framework, regional states have launched an array of diplomatic initiatives and functional cooperation 
projects on trade, finance, energy, public health, human resources, tourism, and trans-border crime to 
advance regional community building. These intergovernmental projects were also complemented by a 
variety of Track 2 and Track 1.5 activities across the region, such as the Network of East Asian Think-
tanks (NEAT) and the East Asian Forum (EAF). By launching the East Asian Summit in December 2005, 
East Asian countries created a new “layer” in the regional dialogue structure, extending to include 
Australia, New Zealand, and India. Nevertheless, the EAS leaves the region with two overlapping tracks 
for institutional building: a narrow one based on the ASEAN+3 framework and a more expansive one set 
on EAS. The ASEAN+3 process, stared in 1997, has developed a series of functional cooperation projects 
but its potential is limited if China and Japan cannot be on the same page of regional community building. 
Under the shadow of Sino-Japanese rivalry, for instance, the first EAS was created but produced little 
concrete progress other than inaugurating and confirming a new pan-Asian dialogue platform within the 
ASEAN+3+3 framework.  
xvi
Multiple region-building projects are both conducive and detrimental for building a reasonably 
coherent regional architecture in the Asia Pacific. Multiple and sometimes competitive projects reflect 
 The rise of the ASEAN+3 process and fast growing 
trade bilateralism has become the main driving force for regional community building in East Asia. 
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dynamics of regional community building as well as competition for “soft power” among regional major 
and medium powers. Regional players all want to place themselves in favorable positions in regional 
institutions. The competitiveness of various proposals for regional institutions would reduce, not enhance, 
the cohesion of future regional architecture.
xviii
xvii Moreover, competitive region-building projects are likely 
to lead to the problem of multilateralism à la carte in regional community building. Specifically, more 
powerful players always seek to "promote a world populated by a large number of overlapping and 
sometimes competitive international institutions," a system of what Francis Fukuyama calls multi-
multilateralism. In his reasoning, international action today can be legitimate or effective, but rarely both. 
The solution is to create "multi-multilateralism."  
VI. APEC and the Future Regional Architecture 
Major powers might better use "overlapping and 
sometimes competitive international institutions," instead of putting all eggs in a single basket. If that is 
the case in East Asia, we would inhabit a world of "multi-multilateralism,” which includes numerous 
overlapping multilateral regimes, sometimes with conflicting, mandates. Unlike regional community 
building in Europe, these multiple arrangements would not have the right configuration of players and 
mandates, causing more problems for regional architecture and leading major powers to practice “forum 
shopping.”  
Forging a common vision for the Asian Pacific regional architecture is a major challenge for APEC 
and other regional institutional building projects. Across the Pacific and even among East Asian states, 
countries are divided on what regional architecture means for them and what future regional architecture 
should look like. At the heart of the problem are the different views on what constitutes the basis for 
regional cooperation and integration. They also have different views on whether East Asia should build an 
Asian-only grouping based on the ASEAN+3 process, or it should focus on a pan-Asian community 
embedded in the EAS design, or it should pursue a pan-Asian Pacific community erected in the APEC 
framework. The vision problem is further complicated by fast growing bilateral FTAs/economic 
partnership agreements, power rivalry, Washington’s posture, as well as other regional arrangements such 
as the Six Party Talks that have the potential to evolve into a more regular security mechanism.  
We need to be realistic about the future of APEC. The forum’s reputation is sagging but it will hang on 
as all international organizations have robust instincts for self-preservation. APEC leaders must address 
the problems arising from its membership, institutional structure, modalities of decision making, and 
leadership as the forum works to redefine its relevance for the future regional architecture. APEC’s early 
objective of negotiations on intra-APEC trade liberalization has proved to be too ambitious, and most 
members now prefer bilateral and subregional trade arrangements or multilateralism under the WTO 
structure. As we see the establishment of more and more bilateral and subregional preferential trading 
arrangements (PTAs), the chances of launching negotiations on the Free Trade Agreement of the Asia-
Pacific (FTAAP) within APEC will diminish, and may become impossible.  
Even if APEC cannot serve as a negotiation platform for regional trade liberalization, it does not mean 
it has lost all chance of promoting free trade in the Asia-Pacific. APEC should use its collective weight to 
continue pushing the WTO Doha Round of multilateral trade negotiation forward. APEC can still provide 
some basic functions for business and trade facilitation, can encourage measures to make investment more 
convenient, can provide technical and development assistance, and can foster socialization, in addition to 
playing its role as an important meeting venue for regional leaders. These low-profile, business facilitation 
functions actually serve the region well by producing a higher degree of economic coherence among 
member economies. 
APEC is facing keen competition from other community building initiatives and projects in East Asia, 
many of which are more active and dynamic. It is imperative for APEC to find its “market niche” in the 
future regional architecture. Looking into future, APEC will be only one of several Asia-Pacific regional 
fora. How to define its future role in an appropriate division of labor with other regional arrangements and 
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organizations is a challenge that requires a forward-looking answer. In order to survive, APEC may need 
to scale back some of its current over-ambitious agendas and initiative-conscious activities, and transfer 
them to other East Asian fora and mechanisms. 
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